
Elk Advisory Committee Notes for April 1, 2015 

Held at Jackson County Electric in Black River Falls, WI at 9:00 am 

 

Attendees: 

Kevin Wallenfang-WIDNR Wildlife Management Big Game Ecologist, Committee Chair 

Kris Johansen-WIDNR West Central District Supervisor 
Laine Stowell-WIDNR Sawyer County and Elk Biologist 
Dan Storm-WIDNR Science Services Ungulate Researcher 
Scott Roepke-WIDNR Jackson/Clark County and Elk Biologist 
Kevin Harter-WIDNR Communications Specialist 
Kurt Haas-WIDNR Jackson County Warden 
Peter Bakken-WIDNR Black River State Forest Property Supervisor 
Karen Sexton-Ho-Chunk Nation Wildlife Biologist 
Jon Schweitzer-Jackson County Forestry and Parks 
Kurt Flack-Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation 
Allen Jacobsen-WI Conservation Congress 
Carrie Nelson-US Forest Service 
Jonathan Gilbert-Great Lakes Indian Fish Wildlife Commission 
Jon Wagner-Wisconsin Wildlife Federation 
Tim Ginnett-University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
 

Invited Guests: 

Andrew Norton-WIDNR Ungulate Researcher Ungulate Researcher 
Mike Zeckmeister-WIDNR Northern Region Supervisor 
Tami Ryan-WIDNR Wildlife Health Section Chief 
 

Notes submitted by Christine Priest-WIDNR Assistant Big Game Ecologist 

 

Introduction:  The Chair introduced everyone present and thanked everyone for their attendance.  

Noted that Mike Zeckmeister was sitting in for the absent Ken Jonas-WIDNR Upper Chippewa Area 

Supervisor and that Tami Ryan-WIDNR Wildlife Health Section Chief was present to recap the health 

testing and transport aspects of the reintroduction project. 

 

Population Estimates and Modeling:  Laine Stowell reviewed the population estimates of elk year 2013-

2014 and compared it to the estimates for elk year 2014-2015.  This information was based on the 

camera survey that began cooperatively with the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point.  According to 

the data there are fewer bulls in 2014-2015 than were present in 2013-2014.  Laine reviewed recent 

mortality data and noted that this information doesn’t include calf mortalities for calves born in 2014 

because spring calf searches were not conducted.  There were 3 calves confirmed in Clam Lake, 2 of 

which survived.  No confirmed, surviving calves in the Moose Lake group.  During winter trapping 

efforts, there were 17 cows observed at one trap site, none had calves.  At a second trap site, there 

were 6 adult cows and no calves.  One of the cows in this group was caught on camera with a calf in 

early summer but the calf did not survive.  In Butternut, 2 uncollared yearling cows, 3 bull calves and 1 

cow calf were captured and moved for assisted dispersal to an acclimation pen in the Flambeau River 



State Forest.  The Butternut animals looked very healthy.  He concluded that there are 6 surviving calves 

from the 2014 cohort.  According to the camera images, there are between 117-120 elk in the Clam Lake 

Herd.  Laine stated that the elk may have been affected by the harsh winter well into the fall of 2014.  If 

this is the case, the cows may have been in poorer than usual condition during the rut and therefore we 

may see lower conception rates and fewer calves in 2015.  Most cows caught on camera looked like they 

had recovered but there were still some skinny cows that may not be able to sustain pregnancy.  The 

estimated number of calves to be born in 2015 is 30-32 based on the age classes of the cows and 

historical natality rates. 

  

 The committee discussed elk mortality rates and causes for elk year 2014-2015 and the effects 

the harsh winter of 2013-2014 had on the population.  It was noted that the handouts comparing 

population estimates of 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 were very detailed and difficult to read without time 

to contemplate the information presented. 

  Tim Ginnett stated that the camera image analysis has shown a 90% chance of detecting 

animals within the camera grid.   

 Jonathan Gilbert expressed concern for a weakness in the estimation methods due to a lack of 

information about the bull segment of the population.  Few bulls are collared so little is known about 

the life history of bulls. 

 The committee discussed the importance of an accurate bull population estimate to determine 

when to have an elk hunting season.  

 Dan Storm presented information from an age-structured simulation model to project 

population estimates post-calving.  The numbers from the model predicted 146-159 elk post 2015 

calving.  Projections though 2024 show that the winter of 2013-2014 caused a large set back to 

population growth. 

 Tim Ginnett added that with his model he predicted 152 elk post 2015 calving season, right in 

the middle of Dan’s estimate range. 

  

Decision Item:  The committee agreed that there will not be 200 animals post 2015 calving season and 

therefore no 2015 elk hunting season. 

 

Kentucky Year 1:  Kevin Wallenfang moved the meeting on to the topic of the first year of Kentucky elk 

capture.  Thanked everyone involved in planning, trapping, health team, pen construction, fund raising, 

etc. to make year one a success. 

 Mike Zeckmeister presented about the Kentucky trapping effort which outlined the projects 

mission and objectives.  The trapping summary included successes, difficulties and 3 take home 

messages: 

1) Safety!  No injuries or vehicle accidents. 

2) Conduct of our crews was above reproach. 

3) Cost efficiency.  Costs were tracked very closely and every effort was made to limit 

expenses. 

The 2016 trapping effort and what could be improved upon were discussed.   



 Tami Ryan gave an update on the Jackson County elk.  Critical tuberculosis, brucellosis, EHD, 

blue tongue and bovine diarrhea virus successful testing methods and results were addressed.  Elk 

completed 45 day quarantine in Kentucky and will finish 120 day total quarantine period within the 

Jackson County facility before release in early June.  There is obvious concern for newborn calves, their 

safety and survival with the June release date. 

 The committee reviewed video footage taken inside the Jackson County quarantine pen the day 

of the arrival.  The elk appeared to be calm and were eating. 

 Scott Roepke stated that the elk were recovering from the trip very well.  The elk had found the 

watering tanks in the pen and the calves appear to be “spunky.”  Each elk is visually inspected on a daily 

basis.  Staff are on hand 24 hours to ensure the quarantine is not jeopardized. 

 Tami Ryan explained that the health testing and transportation team delayed loading the elk 

from the Kentucky quarantine pen to the trailers until the ambient temperature dropped to avoid 

additional stress to the animals. 

 The committee viewed video footage of the elk exiting the hauling trailer and entering the 

quarantine facility.  The elk appeared relatively relaxed and in good physical condition.   

 Scott Roepke assured the committee that the care takers were on site 24 hours a day, with 2-12 

hour shifts, feeding the elk daily and watering several times a week.  He said that there was ample hay 

supply and more pellets on order.  An electric fence for protection from predators will be installed asap 

and care takers are doing once to twice daily perimeter walks around each fence. 

  

2016 Kentucky trapping effort and where the 2016 KY cohort would be placed 

 Carrie Nelson said that the Forest Service has requested a formal letter with construction plans 

to initiate the necessary review of location, layout, etc.  She also expressed concerns that the formerly 

chosen site in Clam Lake may not be large enough for the required quarantine facility.  A change in site 

would require analysis of a new site and a quarantine facility would require a more permanent structure 

than the formerly agreed upon acclimation pen.   

 Kevin Wallenfang said that he is meeting with Paul Strong to discuss plans and will follow 

through to send a reply to the formal request of the Forest Service with the information and details 

necessary to begin the review process.  The decision to halt construction on the Forest Service 

acclimation pen was made by the Elk Advisory Committee on October 30, 2014.   

 The committee discussed the need for a quarantine pen vs an acclimation pen in the Clam Lake 

area.  The need for a quarantine pen complicates the overall plans, as well as adds a significant financial 

burden on the project.  In an effort to do what is best/safest for the animals, avoid additional costs, 

discussion included multiple options including the possibility of completing the quarantine of incoming 

Clam Lake elk in the Jackson County pen and moving them north, releasing them into the Jackson 

County elk range and trapping during the winter for relocation into the Clam Lake elk range as well as 

other possible options. Several committee members were in favor of bringing all 2016 Kentucky elk to 

Jackson County for quarantine and release in trying to complete the goal of starting with a herd of 75 

animals, and then focusing all remaining efforts on Clam Lake with a new quarantine pen, recycling of 

Jackson County pen materials/handling equipment, etc.  However, the committee decided to delay a 

final decision regarding the fate of the 2016 Kentucky elk until all options with positives, negatives and 



associated costs were clearly outlined.  This document will be created and sent to committee members 

for review and comments before a final decision is made. 

 

Monitoring Jackson County and Clam Lake Elk:  Dan Storm discussed the progress on the research 

proposal presented to the committee last year that includes paying for all GPS collars on all elk 

originating from Kentucky, funding a graduate research position through the University of Wisconsin-

Stevens Point and a research scientist to develop a monitoring plan.  The goal for the research scientist 

is to test camera surveys on known numbers of elk in the Jackson County elk range to develop models to 

be used in the Clam Lake area to better solidify the population estimates.  Dan Storm introduced the 

new Science Services LTE, Andrew Norton who will take responsibility for the camera survey in Jackson 

County and applying it to the Clam Lake area. 

 The committee discussed details about the camera survey and monitoring the GPS radio 

collared elk in the Jackson County elk range. 

 Tim Ginnett discussed developments in hiring the graduate research student for the UWSP 

project and details and expectations of the research.   They hope to have a student on by May 1st. 

 The committee discussed partner involvement in the camera study and the necessity of good 

communication with all involved. 

 

2016 Trapping Plans for existing elk in Clam Lake:  The committee discussed the use of VHF vs GPS 

collars on Clam Lake elk.  Laine Stowell explained how/when collars have been replaced in the past. 

 Kevin Wallenfang suggested that the conversation about how many and what kind of collars will 

be used in Clam Lake could wait until a future meeting. 

 The committee revisited the camera study to discuss details of workload on DNR staff.   

 

Budget:  Kevin Wallenfang said that Ken Jonas had wanted to discuss the overall elk program budget but 

in Ken’s absence this topic will be discussed at a later meeting of key regional individuals and the results 

reported back to the committee. 

 

RMEF PAC Grant:  Kurt Flack stated that Lou George (RMEF) is working on setting a date for PAC 

meeting.  Approximately $86,000 in fund are available this year. 

 Kevin Wallenfang said that the negotiation with Kentucky have shifted from providing grouse to 

providing funds for grouse habitat improvement.  Wisconsin has an obligation as laid out in the MOU 

with Kentucky to financially assist with their habitat efforts.  There is currently not enough partner 

money currently pledged to cover the costs of that obligation ($450,000) plus complete the physical 

translocation effort.  The PAC funds would be one potential source of money to assist.  Jonathan Gilbert 

voiced concern for using PAC money raised in WI for habitat work in KY.  

 Kevin Wallenfang asked partners of their intentions to apply for PAC grants.  No proposals were 

anticipated by DNR, GLIFWC, or UWSP.  The one anticipated project is from the USFS again submitting a 

proposal for forest opening maintenance. 

 

Assisted Dispersal:  Laine Stowell provided an update on the 2014-2015 assisted dispersal efforts. Five 

cows and four calves from Butternut were moved to the acclimation pen in the Flambeau River State 



Forest.  Two bulls from two different Clam Lake locations were also moved to the pen.  Attempts were 

going to be made to catch and re-collar cows in the Clam Lake area but the weather was not conducive 

to safe trapping conditions.  The elk in the Flambeau River State Forest will be released on April 20, 

2015.  Laine updated the committee on the general locations of the elk released from the 2013-2014 

assisted dispersal efforts. 

 Kevin Wallenfang pointed out that Jackson County has purchased an elk trap that may be 

possible to use in the Clam Lake area to expedite trapping efforts in future years.  The committee 

discussed possible ways to use the second trap in Clam Lake trapping efforts. 

 Laine Stowell cautioned that there would not be enough eligible elk to move in 2015-2016   

 

Decision Item:  It was agreed to by the committee that assisted dispersal efforts would not take place 

during the winter of 2015-2016. 

 

 Tami Ryan initiated conversation about Science Services reviewing the assisted dispersal 

program.  Dan Storm will be heading the review based on literature review of similar movement efforts. 

 Kevin Wallenfang clarified that assisted dispersal was considered a five year pilot program when 

first approved in 2010, but the emphasis on assisted dispersal was written into the management plan 

amendment that was approved in 2012, eliminating the “pilot” standing so it is now a management tool 

with no ending date.  All agreed that a review of assisted dispersal was beneficial and warranted. 

 

Partner Updates:  Jon Schweitzer said the Jackson County Forestry has hired a UWSP grad with a GIS 

minor that could help with elk and other wildlife habitat work. 

 Karen Sexton shared that the experience of participating in the Kentucky relocation project has 

been entirely positive and has strengthened the program.  This sentiment is shared by the Ho-Chunk 

administration.  Ho-Chunk involvement provided a unique experience for Kentucky and Wisconsin staff 

to interact with the tribe. 

 

Adjourned at 2:40 pm. 


